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Abstract 
 
Australia's social security system requires recipients of Family Tax Benefit 
(FTB) to estimate their income at the beginning of the tax year for the 
coming period of 12 months. For the working poor, who are frequently 
located in employment of a casualised and insecure nature, estimating 
personal income with any accuracy is an experience fraught with obvious 
difficulties. There are considerable consequences for not getting this set of 
complex calculations right in the form of the repayment of so-called 
'overpayments' of FTB. Recipients of this benefit are constantly exhorted 
by the minister responsible for the Department of Family and Community 
Services to be both flexible in their choice of work and also unflinching in 
their efforts to secure employment.   
This flexibility tends not to be reciprocated however, and with the 
increasing 'responsibilisation' of the claimant, the ‘risk’ of overpayment is 
to be avoided at all costs and placed on the individual. This paper will 
argue that in such a context of the working poor, those who as Townsend 
(1979) argues 'earn their poverty' through the acceptance of low paid work 
and the endurance of high marginal tax rates and tightly drawn benefit 
tapers, also 'enjoy' a diminished social citizenship marked by stigma. 
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Introduction 
 
In Graham Greene’s 1943 novel The Ministry of Fear the central character lives a 
curtailed existence fleeing from powerful and malevolent figures to do with the 
Ministry of Fear who are dedicated to bringing about his downfall, as he does not 
conform to the ideal of the quiet citizen. It would simply be too much to claim that 
there is a great resemblance between the fictional Ministry of Fear as depicted in 
Greene’s novel and the Australian Department of Family and Community 
Services (FACS) in the post 9/11 security state environment. The tone of some 
recent FACS press releases under the former minister, Amanda Vanstone, 
however, extends and heightens the hounding of, and drive to, stigmatise and 
criminalise benefit recipients, which is current practice in various welfare states 
including Australia and Britain. This paper looks at these and other issues. 
 
 
From the work ethic to the workhouse 
 
At the centre of many exhortations by Commonwealth Government ministers is 
the assertion that any paid work is ‘good’ and that enough employment is 
available in the Australian economy, waiting to be had by diligent job seekers. 
The Federal Treasurer, Peter Costello in an article in The Australian of 27/10/03 
notes the falling workforce participation rate of older people and encourages this 
group as well as the disabled and single parents to redouble their efforts to find 
work, without any tangible pledge on the part of the Government to secure the 
conditions for job creation in the required numbers. 
In Britain, Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown, talks of ‘‘work as the best 
form of welfare’’ and in a counterpoint to the Thatcher years of the early 1980s 
and mass unemployment, he depicts the phenomenon of ‘‘jobs without workers’’ 
in high numbers of unfilled job vacancies. When pressed on what kind of jobs are 
waiting to be filled, Brown noted that warehouses, fast food outlets and shops 
formed the backbone of ‘‘jobs without workers’’ (The Guardian 20/05/03). 
Typically these jobs are distinguished by their insecure conditions of 
employment, low pay and unsocial working patterns as described by Lerner 
(1997) in using the term ‘‘McJobs’’ for similar low-wage positions in Canada and 
the U.S. The Australian notes (27/10/03) that Australia still has high numbers of 
‘‘workers without jobs’’, with the national rate stuck at around 5.7 to 6 per cent. 
The point to be made here is that despite there being apparently ideologically 
opposed governments in Australia and Britain, the work ethic and the notion of 
the deserving and undeserving poor are central to reforms in progress of the 
respective welfare states. A further brief example is found in Germany, home of 
Bismark’s state social insurance scheme, ‘‘the world’s first in 1883’’ according to 
Bryson (1992:80), where Chancellor Gerhard Schroder’s Social Democratic 
Government faces possible defeat over proposed reforms to the welfare state. 
These ‘reforms’ which almost inevitably mean deep cuts in cash benefits have 
already seen employment protection measures that have long been the envy of 
the European Union constructed as unnecessary costs to employers. 
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In Europe’s biggest economy, with unemployment standing at 4.2 million or 10 
per cent of the population, these proposals would perhaps find favour with the 
former Australian minister for Employment and Workplace Relations, Tony 
Abbott, in requiring German long term unemployed to accept any job after six 
months on unemployment benefit or lose all entitlements. In addition, it is 
planned that families should assume the responsibility for the financial support of 
jobless relatives (rather than the welfare state) although this is a robustly 
contested proposal. All this takes place amid proffered tax cuts of some 15.5 
billion euros while Germany must also contain budget deficits within Eurozone 
rules (Guardian Weekly 23-29/10/03). 
 
The work ethic permeates throughout these variegated discourses and 
seemingly distinct political and economic systems, but as Bauman (1998:7) 
notes, the work ethic itself in the factory system of the industrial revolution in 
England and Europe required the destruction of pre-existing work values, ethics 
and patterns in favour of ‘‘a blind drill aimed at habitualizing the workers to an 
unthinking obedience, while at the same time being denied pride in a job well 
done and performing a task the sense of which escaped them’’. The net effect of 
this violent transmogrification of pre-industrial economic activity with its routines 
informed by the twin (and often intimidating) powers of nature and the rural 
squire was to render any potential for control inviolate within the round the clock 
production cycle of the emerging urban factory system. Or as Baumann (1998:8) 
notes, ‘‘For all intents and purposes, the work-ethic crusade was a battle for 
control and subordination. It was a power struggle in everything but name, a 
battle to force the working people to accept, in the name of the ethical nobility of 
life, a life neither noble nor responding to their own standards of moral decency’’.  
Much of the existing panoply of regulation and administration of cash benefits for 
the unemployed and working poor in Australia arguably bears a direct allegiance 
to these beginnings of liberal capitalist philosophy in terms of the casting of a 
narrowly drawn notion of what counts as ‘work’ and the labelling of groups and 
individuals as ‘‘deserving’’ or ‘‘undeserving’’ (Bryson 1982). The sense of 
continuity with previous eras of English administration of the relief of poverty is 
palpable in current discourses in Britain and Australia. As Jamrozick and 
Sweeney (1996) note this enduring continuity in certain, limited aspects between 
the social and child welfare systems is hardly surprising, given that the First Fleet 
of 1788 (and subsequent fleet arrivals in the colonization of Australia) was a 
product of the English class system. Fear of disease, crime and civil unrest 
dominated discourses of law and order around the need for greater control of the 
‘‘undesirable hordes’’ in the form of street beggars, the Irish and children and 
young people as street ‘‘urchins’’ (Muncie 1997). Transportation for life to 
Australia for children aged seven and upwards was a ‘merciful’ dispensation for 
crimes of theft and a range of other ‘offences’ of poverty that could otherwise 
receive capital punishment and a number of child convicts sailed to Australia as 
prisoners on the First Fleet as a form of child and youth justice (Holden 1999). 
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Early legislation to regulate poverty and the poor 
  
Both the Middle Ages and Medieval period in England reveal their importance as 
the ‘‘first modern age’’ between 1320 and 1420 according to Geremek (1997:73) 
for whom the sixteenth century in terms of ‘socio-economic mechanisms’ is seen 
as an important precursor to contemporary systems of welfare administration. 
Key legislative moments which resonate with contemporary issues around the 
alleged necessity and dignity of paid employment are the Statute of Labourers of 
1348 which compelled labourers to work at statutory rates of pay as set out in the 
act and enforced by the local justices of the peace (Dean 1991). An edict 
proclaimed by Henry VIII in 1531 required justices of the peace to undertake a 
census of the poor to determine those who were genuinely unable to work due to 
age, illness or disability (infirmity) and to provide them with a certificate permitting 
them to beg for alms in specified areas, thus in a limited way legalizing the 
practice of begging in public places (Dean 1991).  
 
However, able bodied or ‘sturdy’ beggars were to be flogged and the children 
aged between five and fourteen years of all beggars were to be apprenticed to 
craftsmen, presumably in an effort to stave off the spectre of what would now be 
called ‘intergenerational welfare dependency’. In a range of piecemeal, sporadic 
and often contradictory pieces of legislation throughout the late Middle Ages and 
early Medieval period, the English system of social welfare was thus hewn from a 
complex mix of disdain for the poor, conditional compassion for the ‘deserving’ 
and punishment for the ‘undeserving’ alongside the destruction of the feudal 
social order and the emergence of the capitalist economic system.  
An example of this is the Statute on Artisans of 1563 which made paid work a 
requirement for all males. Bachelors and those aged under thirty who could not 
obtain employment in their chosen line of work had to agree to other work at 
wages fixed by justices of the peace (Geremek 1997). For unemployed men 
aged between twenty and sixty without a recognized occupation, compulsory 
placement as servants in the households of the gentry was required.  
The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 made coherent many of these earlier 
disparate strands and codified three fundamental principles around institutional 
aid to the poor, the creation of employment and the requirement of able-bodied 
persons to accept such work and also the control of ‘vagrants’. The Poor Law of 
1601 intended to be in place for one year was confirmed in its permanence in 
1640 and remained as the legal platform for English social welfare until the 
reforms of 1834. For some observers, the 1834 ‘New Poor Laws’, were embued 
with notions of ‘‘personal autonomy through self-help’’ which were ‘‘individualistic 
and moralistic’’ and supported a ‘‘new rigour in the treatment of the poor’’ 
(Checkland and Checkland 1974:10).  
 
The defining principle informing the modern (post 1834) development of the 
English social aid system is that of ‘‘less eligibility’’ and this may still be seen as 
extant in terms of how today’s recipients of certain benefits are viewed by others 
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(including other benefit claimants) and themselves (Alcock 1997).  
Less eligibility refers, for Alcock (1997), to the principle enshrined in the 1834 
Poor Law reforms that recipients of state support should receive this at a level 
below the wage of the lowest paid labourer so as not to deter them from efforts to 
obtain employment. The workhouse test was central to a process of degradation 
and humiliation in order that the lowest paid work might begin to seem attractive 
when compared to getting ‘indoor relief’ in the parish workhouse, many of which 
were built in towns and cities throughout the England of 15,535 parishes 
according to Checkland and Checkland (1974) and as immortalized in Dicken’s 
1838 tale of Oliver Twist. As Baumann (1998:13) notes, “The limitation of 
assistance to such as could be obtained in the drab and squalid interior of the 
poorhouse made the ‘means test’ redundant, or rather self-administered by the 
poor themselves: whoever agreed to be locked up inside a poorhouse must 
indeed have had no other way of staying alive”.  
Foucault’s conceptualization of the ‘‘Great Confinement’ of the poor, criminal and 
sick in workhouses, prisons and hospitals in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries across Europe is according to Jutte (1994) an accurate depiction of a 
broad social policy of disciplining the poor. Part of this attempt at social control 
over the ‘vagrant’ classes involved in many early statutes required the poor and 
beggars to remain in their home parishes, in order to diminish the potential for 
gathering unrest in the countryside. Other pieces of legislation actively required 
the same groups to move to their home village or town or place they had spent 
most time in. The English Poor Law authorities introduced the ‘‘Not Genuinely 
Seeking Work’’ test in the 1927 Unemployed Insurance Act, to require according 
to Novak (1997:99) ‘’…hundreds of thousands of unemployed to tramp from 
workplace to workplace during the inter-war years in order to demonstrate their 
search for work’’. The image of shuffling hordes of men and women from the 
workless urban centres in desperation scouring the countryside for casual farm 
work is poignantly captured in Greenwood’s 1933 novel Love on the Dole which 
itself is acknowledged as influential in another period piece in Orwell’s 1937 The 
Road To Wigan Pier and its expose of the inequities of the benefit ‘means test’. 
Importantly, the 1834 Poor Law reforms yield another practice evident in current 
unemployment payment regulations designed to ‘‘force the applicants to give up 
a certain portion of their time by confining them in a gravel pit or some other 
enclosure, or directing them to sit at a certain spot and do nothing, or obliging 
them to attend a roll-call several times a day, or by any contrivance which shall 
prevent their leisure from becoming a means of profit or of amusement’’ (cited in 
Checkland and Checkland 1974:10). 
Baumann (1998) notes the way in which the Poor Law authorities defended 
these conditions by pointing to the apparently ‘free’ choice made by applicants in 
seeking to enter the workhouse and the encouragement of self sufficiency that 
such draconian punishment of welfare ‘dependency’ made possible.  
In today’s parlance, such claimants (in Centrelink-speak) would be ‘incentivised’ 
to break free from the moral turpitude of their welfare dependency into the 
redemptive light of paid employment. 
As Bauman (1998:13) again observes “The more terrifying the news leaked from 
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behind the poorhouse walls, the more the slavery of factory hands would look like 
freedom and their wretchedness like a stroke of luck and a blessing”. In practice, 
as Checkland and Checkland (1974:14) observe, the workhouse or ‘Bastille’ as it 
was dubbed by the Anti-Poor Law Movement, had an inglorious history of 
corruption, abuse, controversy and increasingly, an expensive lack of relevance 
“in the face of large-scale urban –industrial unemployment”. This is not to 
suggest that its threat to working class life was not considerable through until the 
repeal of the Poor Laws in the 1950s. The legacy of the parish work house can 
still be discerned in some English towns where the workhouse building remains. 
The principal of less eligibility exists today for many who rely on state support in 
Australia in that the desires and lifestyle ambitions of those who are in paid 
employment are not seen as realistic, legitimate, or indeed appropriate, for those 
not in paid work. This amounts to a form of social citizenship which according to 
Bryson (1992:79) is not ‘‘first class’’ which status is reserved for employed 
persons, reinforcing to an extent, the diminished citizenship of the unemployed.  
 
Citizenship 
 
The key theorist of modern, Western citizenship is for many commentators, T.H. 
Marshall, whose major work in this field is Citizenship and Social Class (1950).  
The creation in Britain of the welfare state in the form of the Beveridge Plan of 
1942 and the implementation of Keynesian economic policies of full employment 
and high levels of public expenditure helped to fashion the social democratic 
welfare state and post war social, economic and political consensus. Arguably 
this consensus remained in place from the late 1940s until the onset of The New 
Right in the late 1970s (Tomlinson 1996).  
The work of T.H. Marshall on citizenship emerging at this post war socio-
economic moment, is pivotal according to a range of commentators such as 
Bynner (1997), France (1997), Jayasuriya (1996), Jeffs (2001), Roche (1992). 
Marshall’s work is, according to Jayasuriya (1996:21) ‘‘highly influential’’ in 
theorizing citizenship as comprising three stages of broad historical struggle 
towards civil, political and social citizenship expressed in the form of a range of 
dynamic rights. Civil rights may be understood as individual rights to personal 
freedom in the form of ‘‘liberty of the person, freedom of speech, thought and 
faith, the right to own property and to conclude valid contracts, and the right to 
justice’’. Political citizenship is ‘‘the right to participate in the exercise of political 
power, as a member of a body invested with political authority or as an elector of 
the members of such a body’’.  
Social citizenship is more amorphous including economic security and equal 
access to health and education and again in Marshall’s own words is ‘‘…the 
whole range from a right to a modicum economic welfare and security to the right 
to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized being 
according to the standards prevailing in a civilized society’’ (Marshall 1950:10-
11). The economic, political and social formation of contemporary Britain (and 
also of Australia) is markedly different to that which was obtained in the closing 
stages of WW2 when Marshall was developing his ideas. The change to a post-
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industrial society from the industrial society forming the 1940s context for 
Marshall’s deliberations has, according to Delanty (2000:21), created citizens as 
consumers with major implications for notions of social citizenship rights which it 
is argued no longer have an ‘‘equalizing function’’ but are private matters of 
individuated claims to regulatory bodies for redress.  
Criticism also comes from The New Right for whom the dismantling of the post 
war social democratic consensus and the curtailment of the welfare state in a 
number of countries in the 1980s onwards provides the opportunity to question 
notions of rights, needs and equality within citizenship theorizing. 
Due in part to the efforts of The New Right in Britain and its resonances 
elsewhere in seeking to dismantle the welfare state a new interest in Marshall’s 
work has emerged because ‘’it provides a defensible justification of welfare and 
the welfare state’’ (Jayasuriya 1996: 24).  
The revisiting of Marshall’s paradigm reflects, according to Tilly (1995) 
widespread concern at the dismantling in a number of Western countries of 
fundamental social welfare entitlements and the desire to (re) evaluate 
citizenship in these new and complex times. While for Marshall (1950:7) the 
advent of the welfare state was central to ‘’the modern drive towards social 
equality’’ and formed ‘‘the latest phase of an evolution of citizenship in progress 
for some 250 years’’, Standing (2001) argues for the development of distinct 
economic rights as the desired outcome of this century.    
Access to welfare provision is tied centrally to Marshall’s concept of social 
citizenship and a number of writers observe the challenge to universalist welfare 
assumptions in the Thatcher and Major governments in the U.K. in the 1980s and 
1990s. The key shift is, according to Haines and Drakeford (1998), away from 
any genuine sense of collectivity and rights, towards the (re) construction of 
citizenship whereby the state retreats where possible from the guaranteeing and 
distribution of benefits in favour of residual mechanisms deployed through 
charitable agencies and organizations. A case in point is the example of the U.K. 
school leaver in the 1960s with a strong connection to older workers and with 
little differentiation drawn by the state between the citizen at the age of 18, 28 or 
38. By 1996, according to Haines and Drakeford (1998:11) this position had been 
entirely and perhaps irrevocably reversed. This is also confirmed as largely true 
of the Australian experience by Tomlinson (1996) and Bessant and Cook (1998). 
Hudson and Kane (2000) note the importance of Marshall’s thinking on social 
citizenship to post war Australian developments in this vein and the current need 
to reconstruct a coherent theory of Australian citizenship.  
 
In 2002-3 youth citizenship is a priority area for the National Youth Affairs 
Research Scheme, following its report in 2000, Changing social and legal 
frameworks for young Australians-A new social contract (NYARS 2000). 
The report argues that young people’s experience of citizenship is ‘constrained’ 
due to the extent to which full enjoyment of the status of citizenship is tied to paid 
employment. With the collapse of the Australian youth labour market beginning in 
the mid 1970s it is argued that young people are disadvantaged and 
discriminated against through the application of a work ethic belonging to a 
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tradition of full employment no longer in existence (Bessant and Cook 1998).  
The NYARS 2000 report calls for a more expansive concept of citizenship that is 
not reliant on participation in the formal labour market and which, alongside the 
burdens of ‘mutual obligation’, guarantees the reciprocal contribution of 
institutions and government in the form of social, educational, employment and 
welfare provision. It is noted by NYARS that in the 1990s a new form of social 
contract was imposed on the relationship between young people and the state, 
marking a major shift away from any potential for a Marshallian notion of an 
expansive and supportive social citizenship, towards mutual obligation: 
The philosophy of the new contract is: self reliance; self provision; 
responsibility for self for family and for community; an expectation that 
social services are, increasingly, purchased; that the state is less likely to 
intervene to support individuals and families except literally as a safety 
net; and that individuals are expected to give something back – to 
reciprocate, to the government and community that supports them (p.83).  
The move to the individualization of the citizen and reducing welfare provision 
while key tenets within New Right thinking in the 1980s and 1990s, also helped 
to create the conditions whereby the overarching discourse of personal risk and 
responsibility has become the major and contemporary theme for governments of 
differing political persuasions (Tomlinson 2003).  
The increasing ‘‘responsibilisation’’ of individual adults and young people is, for 
Rose (2000), a case of the acceptance of responsibility for personal actions 
across a wide range of fields of social and economic activity, in choice of diet, 
savings and pension arrangements, sexual partners, health care decisions and 
choices, home security measures, personal investment choices and employment 
and welfare claims and aspirations. 
 
Hounding the poor (no expense spared) 
 
The unemployed and those who ‘‘earn’’ their poverty through accepting low 
waged work (Townsend 1979), frequently find themselves located at the rough 
end of government initiatives to encourage them in their job seeking efforts, for 
example, in the requirement for the preparation and submission of what has 
become known to possibly all, except Centrelink advisors, as the ‘dole diaries’. 
In the administration of Centrelink unemployment benefits and their ethos of 
‘mutual obligation’ a panoply of surveillance, self reporting and disciplinary 
measures, such as ‘breaching’ is enacted. The completion of ‘dole diaries’ to 
document the jobseekers efforts to obtain employment, (usually a minimum of 10 
verifiable efforts in a fortnight) are an illustration, as the diary may be requested 
at any time, with a refusal bringing forth disciplinary action. The diaries must be 
produced by a date decided by the Centrelink officer when giving the document 
to the job seeker. On this appointed date, the diary is handed in to the Centrelink 
office, usually to a general member of staff, not the claimants so called ‘personal 
adviser.’ If checks made on the veracity of entries are satisfactory, the claimant is 
not applauded for their efforts, but a new diary is sent in the mail and benefit 
payments continue, presumably because the unseen gaze has been satisfied. 
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Alongside this self scrutiny and surveillance, the individual is constantly required 
to report any changes in circumstances and all citizens are encouraged to inform 
on other citizens they know or think they know to be defrauding the welfare 
system in some way. Anonymous tip offs are given the status of credible 
evidence and are investigated and ‘successes’ defined in terms of terminated 
claims. Repayments or prosecutions are celebrated by the Minister responsible 
as preserving the system from miscreants (‘them’), so that the decent folk (‘us’), 
can continue to receive payments to which we may be due.  
This is but a brief odyssey through a complex and labyrinthine system wherein 
the extent of responsibility for negotiating its paths successfully and lawfully 
which falls on the claimant is considerable and daunting in terms of the penalties 
for failure so to do. The language of articulation is a homespun recipe of 
‘honesty’, ‘decency’ and the ‘absolute priority to protect tax payers interests’.  
The construction of the community of tax payers is an important discourse in 
suggesting that a commonality exists between such disparate interests, given 
that the paying of business and personal taxes is largely an involuntary act .  
Similarly, the construction of the ‘othered’ ones in the ‘dole bludger’ and ‘welfare 
cheat’ form significant and sclerotic discourses of exclusion in the continuing 
marginalisation of claimants.  
Official guidance to Newstart Allowance claimants is to visit local businesses and 
ask about vacancies and to approach one’s neighbours asking them for work and 
to record this in the ‘dole diary’. The diminished citizenship of the working poor 
and unemployed is amplified by the stigma associated with being cast as a 
welfare ‘cheat’ or potentially so, in government campaigns in Australia and Britain 
in a myriad of subtle, and unsubtle, television and print media examples. Some of 
the implications flowing from being poor are discussed here by Kincaid (1973). 
In the last analysis to be poor is not just to be located at the tail end of 
some distribution of income, but to be placed in a particular relationship of 
inferiority to the wider society. Poverty involves a particular sort of 
powerlessness, an inability to control the circumstances of one’s life in the 
face of more powerful groups in society. It is to be dependent for needed 
assistance on social agencies which have the power to investigate your 
personal life, can involve you in bureaucratic complications, and can 
stigmatise you as immoral or inadequate according to their standards. 
Sometimes you may be helpfully and courteously treated by the officer 
from the ministry or the social worker. But in any case, how you are 
treated is very largely out of your control. The arbitrariness of 
circumstances is a dominant theme in the experience of poverty (p.47). 
 
Naming and shaming the ‘welfare cheats’ 
 
A key element in the stigmatization of welfare recipients is the plethora of official 
pronouncements and press releases available online on departmental web sites 
such as the Family and Community Services site and the U.K. Social Security 
Agency web site. A good example is the press release dated 1 July 2003 on the 
U.K. site headlined ‘‘Omagh Benefit Cheats Convicted’’ reveals a ‘client’ found 
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guilty of fraudulently claiming benefit. He is named and full address details are 
given. This goes hand in hand with a fraud prevention campaign across Britain 
with the slogan ‘‘Targeting Benefit Fraud We’re on to you’’ and the National 
Benefit Fraud Hotline where information can be given on-line anonymously.  
A brief selection from the FACS web site reveals a large number of 2003 press 
releases with a range of headlines as follows: 2 October: ‘’More Welfare Cheats 
Caught’’, 9 September: ‘’Queensland Welfare Cheats Get The Big Pineapple’’, 1 
August: ‘‘Crackdown On Welfare Cheats’’, 29 July: 26 ‘‘Months In The Slammer 
For Welfare Fraud’’. On first reading, the language used and the penalties 
imposed on claimants in the U.K. seems restrained when compared to the 
zealousness of much of the tone of the FACS headlines bearing the imprimatur 
of the former minister, Amanda Vanstone (FACS Press Releases 1999-2003). 
The use of language is crucial in these published accounts of welfare benefit 
‘‘wrong doing’’ and Williams (cited in Wilson et al 1996:247) notes the formal 
patina of political correctness in the ways benefit recipients are referred to in 
official documentation without, for the most part, the taint of the judgementalism 
and sheer vituperative, largely emblematic of ‘‘welfare discourses of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth century’’. However, this is no guarantee of justice 
and equity and while current departmental speak may talk grandly about 
participation and equal rights this is a kind of ‘‘spray-on rhetoric’’ with little 
substance or durability which more importantly permits a range of practices and 
events of a contrary and often deeply oppressive nature to occur and flourish.  
This finding is echoed by Standing (2001) for whom language is a powerful tool 
informing and shaping social policy and which is increasingly deployed in a 
context of damage limitation, sound bytes and public perception of key social 
issues wantonly manipulated for a desired political or policy outcome. 
The increasing criminalisation of welfare claimants, in the view of Baumann 
(1998), invokes a process of ‘‘adiaphorization’’, or the stripping away of moral 
criteria whereby the word ‘welfare’ becomes loaded not with compassion, but 
fear and loathing of a perceived criminally indolent welfare dependent class for 
whom restriction, punishment and the withdrawal of benefits becomes a ‘firm but 
fair’ course of action in order to protect the goodly virtues of the ‘deserving’ poor.  
The work ethic is available to be deployed to chastise the unemployed, even 
though the scenario of enough work for all has ceased and is unlikely to return in 
any concrete way for Bauman (1998:80) ‘‘For the affluent part of the world and 
the affluent sections of well-off societies, the work ethic is a one-sided affair. It 
spells out the duties of those who struggle with survival; it says nothing about the 
duties of those who rose above mere survival and went on to more elevated, 
loftier concerns. In particular, it denies the dependency of the first upon the 
second, and so releases the second from responsibility for the first’’.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The Ministry of Fear does not exist in any formal sense, yet one might speculate 
as to the impact of the construction of the welfare recipient in highly negative 
ways. This impact may be evidenced in a reluctance to claim entitlements amid 
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encouragement frequently fuelled by the print and television media that 
widespread welfare fraud is taking place. For Peel (2003:43), the impact is such 
to be the case that “each beneficiary might be a fraud” and he further points to 
the contradictory discourse within government welfare speak of “consulting our 
clients and policing our beneficiaries”. In this sense a ministry of fear is 
potentially convened in the context of the Government’s policy of mutual 
obligation and the ongoing reaffirmation of the importance of paid work. This 
policy acts to discipline those in receipt of unemployment benefits and to assert 
the importance of paid employment, regardless of the lack of jobs, for all those 
who want them. A particular rendering of the work ethic runs strongly throughout 
official discourses which negate the grim reality of low paid work and the holding 
of multiple jobs in favour of the alleged dignity of work. The naming and shaming 
of so called welfare cheats is a powerful weapon in the armoury of the state and 
is deployed in both Britain and Australia to reinforce the fear and loathing of the 
archetypal ‘dole bludger’ and to deter and discipline claimants generally.    
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